Historically one of the major foci of health education has been the nature of "illness" and how to treat it. Another traditional emphasis has been the prevention of disease, including recommendations for personal and community programmes, to accomplish this goal. In these aspects of health education substantial responsibility is delegated to the health professional with the individual acting in the role of the receiver of services. Health professionals are "service providers" and the individual has been the patient or client. Important and needed as these programmes are (especially in developing countries), they are only part of our present conception of a total health education programme.
Current trends in health education focus on "wellness" rather than "illness," and on the importance of decision-making by the individual in improving and maintaining the quality of his or her life; decision-making to help the individual, and the community as a whole, to live more healthfully. It includes purely personal decisions such as not smoking. It also includes acting as members of the community to encourage reduction of air pollution or possible exposure to toxic or hazardous substances. The emphasis is on the individual as a direct decision-maker regarding his or her personal health or wellness and as a concerned, involved citizen regarding those issues which affect the health or wellness of the community as a whole.
Treating illness and preventing disease are still vital issues, but are placed in a context of overall health education which has as its primary goal the encouraging of "wellness". In this conceptualization of health education, the professional health educator acts in the role of advisor and consultant to the individual and community regarding the decision-making process. In addition, they provide or make provision for instructional experiences so that the individual and/or community can accomplish their goals. An interesting, specific example of the possible scope of the role of the professional health educator is the evolving trend of industries to add health educators to the staff of their plants. These individuals, for example,
